Humans and rats relate to each other in a variety of ways. Consider the different ways that humans relate to rats in the sewer, the laboratory, and the living room: depending on the location of the encounter, human-rat relations can be characterized as hostile, instrumental, or friendly. Rather than searching for a single human-animal relation, this article suggests that the multiple and contradictory relations between humans and nonhuman animals deserve an explanation. The article argues that the multiplicity of human-animal relations can be better understood by approaching them as situated practices: as practical and precarious accomplishments that take place in specific settings. This approach is applied to the relation between humans and fancy rats. By studying how humans in particular settings come to befriend the same animal that is simultaneously despised and feared as dirty and treacherous when encountered elsewhere, the article shows how these relationships emerge as enactments of situated practices.
Introduction
Humans have given many different names to rats. The same rats that fit the descriptions of Rattus rattus (the black rat) or Rattus norvegicus (the brown rat) have become known as black rats, roof rats, laboratory rats, Norway rats, blue rats, church rats, wharf rats, and house rats, just to name a few. The rat, it seems, eludes singular and abstract classifications. Even the official biological labels do not escape these difficulties. For instance, Rattus norvegicus, most commonly known as the Norway rat, was named by English naturalist John Berkenhout because he believed that the animal had migrated from Norway to England in the early part of the eighteenth century. Now it is widely recognized that this was wrong. The species known as Rattus norvegicus originated in Central Asia and did not even inhabit Norway at the time of its classification (Rat Genome Sequencing Project Consortium, 2004) .
From the list of examples above, we can see that many of the adjectives given to rats refer to places where humans and rats encounter each other. The fact that humans feel the need to discriminate between the rats they encounter in different locations (by giving the rats different names) indicates that human-rat relations can vary greatly depending upon place. At times, these relations are even outright contradictory. Consider the different ways that humans relate to sewer rats, laboratory rats, and fancy rats-all names used interchangeably for Rattus norvegicus and Rattus rattus. When living in the sewer, the rat is regarded as a dangerous vermin that spreads illness and destruction; in the laboratory, rats are sacrificed in order to contribute to curing human diseases; and, in the living room, rats are treated as beloved companions. Depending on the place of the encounter, human-rat relations can be characterized as hostile, instrumental, or friendly-a distinction that can literally mean the difference between life and death.
This multiplicity of relations is one of the main challenges in characterizing human-rat relations, and it is a dilemma that often appears in more general discussions concerning human-animal relations. The many different ways in which humans and nonhuman animals relate often provide fuel for societal discussions on the "true" or "just" forms that human-animal relations should take. For instance, when considering the use of laboratory animals, critics of animal experiments draw upon examples of laboratory animals that at other instances are cared for as companion animals or beautiful animals, such as puppy dogs and primates. By contrasting these perspectives, an inconsistency is suggested that should be resolved, leading to the search for a single appropriate way humans and animals should relate.
This article will leave the resolution of such ethical questions aside and instead consider the multiple and contradictory relations between humans and animals as something that deserves examination in itself. Rather than searching for a just or a single true human-animal relation, this article argues that the multiplicity of human-animal relations can be better understood by approaching them as situated practices. The article will consider human-rat relations as practical accomplishments that take place in specific settings. When looking at human-rat relations from this perspective, new light can be shed on the ways in which particular human-rat relations are enabled, constrained and distinguished from other human-rat relations. Rats are an excellent case study in this respect because the divergence between spatially segregated human-animal relations is distinctly united in the species of Rattus.
Discussion of the situated nature of human-rat relations will unfold in three sections. The first section explores the ambiguities of human-rat relations by briefly discussing three human-rat relations that gained prominence during the twentieth century in Western societies: the relations between humans and sewer rats, laboratory rats, and pet rats. The second section examines humananimal relations as situated practices. Finally, in the third section, human-rat relations will be examined in depth by means of the specific example of the relationship between humans and fancy rats. By focusing on how humans in particular settings come to befriend the same animal that is simultaneously despised and feared as dirty and treacherous, it will be illustrated how relationships between humans and fancy rats are practical accomplishments.
Complexity and Ambiguity in Human-Rat Relations
In the eyes of most humans, rats are notoriously elusive animals, and attempts to catch them have included hiring pied pipers pushed to the limits of their creativity.1 An attempt to document a complete history is well beyond the scope of this article; therefore, the discussion here is limited to three humanrat relations that gained prominence in twentieth century Western civilizations. By juxtaposing the relations between humans and sewer rats, laboratory rats and fancy rats, one can get a better idea of the rat's versatile and ambivalent relations with human beings, enabling an examination of the tensions embedded in the coexistence of these different relations.
In many ways the evolutionary history of rats is similar to that of humans. Rats are probably the only species to resemble humans in both their 1 Besides the famous piper of Hamelin, an illustrative example of an attempt to catch this crafty animal is the drug called Warfarin, currently used as a drug for humans with an inclination toward thrombosis. After Warfarin was patented as a rodenticide in 1948, it immediately became a popular means of fighting off rats. However, many rat populations soon developed resistance to Warfarin, compelling inventors to start all over again (Burt, 2006) . For the inventor's account of the invention of Warfarin and the process that led to its employment as a rodenticide, see Link (1959) .
evolutionary success and in their destruction of ecosystems and biodiversity. Although originally stemming from southern India (the black rat, Rattus rattus) and Central Asia (the brown rat, Rattus norvegicus), now rats can be found on every continent except the northern and southern poles, and can be held responsible for the extermination of a large number of animal species upon whose territory they encroached (including the dodo; Kitchener, 1993) . Wherever there are human settlements, one is sure to find rats. Moreover, the contemporary global dispersion of rats was only made possible by travelling with humans across the continents and oceans, mirroring "the ebb and flow of human endeavours" (Burt, 2006, p. 29) . Succinctly summing up the rat-human connection, Sullivan describes rats as "our mirror species, reversed but similar, thriving or suffering in the very cities where we do the same" (2004, p. 2) . This close similarity between the evolutionary patterns of humans and rats did not, however, result in a relationship where humans and rats leave each other in peace. For much of recorded history, the relationship between humans and rats in Western societies can be described as outright hostile; the list of unpleasant characteristics ascribed to rats is nearly endless. Rats have been categorized as vermin related to decay, vice, filth, economic loss, disease, treachery, and out-of-control working class sexuality (Burt, 2006; Fissell, 1999) . Zinsser (1935) reported that both rats and humans gradually "spread across the earth, keeping pace with each other and unable to destroy each other, though continually hostile" (p. 208). While rats were thriving on human garbage, spreading illness and death along the way, humans were trying everything within their power to eradicate them.
During the twentieth century, this problematic relation underwent change and became increasingly ambiguous. From the late nineteenth century onward, rats started to enter living rooms and laboratories, while simultaneously keeping firm ground in the uncanny places of cities (Burt, 2006; Beumer, 2009) . Rats are now caressed as faithful pets and incorporated into the most sterile space known to humans, while at the same time eating garbage and living among human filth in the sewers underneath cities. As a result, in the last century, rats have been linked with both avidity and repugnancy, urbanization and eviction, dirt and cleanliness, and the spread of disease and the counteracting progress of the medical sciences.
The importance of the geographical dimension of human-animal relations has been firmly established in academia, particularly in the field of animal geography (Wolch & Philo, 1998; Emel, Wilbert, & Wolch, 2002) . The places where human-rat interactions take place are vital in determining how the rat is seen, and thus, impacts the very nature of the interaction. The sewer is a place that is meant to keep waste out of sight, and so the sewer rats should remain hidden too (Kaika & Swyngedouw, 2000) . The laboratory is a place of knowledge production, and rats are one particular instrument in this factory. Finally, the living room epitomizes the domestic sphere, a place where only friends, family, and trusted relations are welcome. This domestic habitat defines the human relationship with the fancy rat. Hence, human-rat relations are characterized not only by mutual animosity, but also by instrumentality and friendship (Ellmann, 2004; Burt, 2006; Beumer, 2009) .
Faced with this versatility, historian Burt (2006) concluded that "the rat constantly pushes at the edges of the borders set to contain it" (p. 12). While during the twentieth century the biological functioning of the rat became increasingly well understood (and indeed the rat is one of the most scientifically studied animals in history), from the little scholarly work that deals with the meaning of the rat, a completely different picture emerges. Rather than being considered completely understood, the rat becomes "contradictory, multiple, and elusive" (Birke, 2003, pp. 220-221) , characterized as a "boundary crosser" or "shape-changer" (Birke, 2003, p. 220) . In a similar fashion, Ellmann (2004) describes rats as:
Fundamentally ambivalent, they symbolise both atavism and modernity, citification and savagery, capital and poverty, superstition and science, disease and cure . . . In fact, what bothers modernism about rats is their refusal to be kept in bounds, whether of number or locality: they multiply too fast and spread too far. Literally gnawing through the walls of manmade structures, rats in modernism augur the collapse of boundaries, especially the boundaries of meaning. (pp. 61-62) While biological classifications and rat cages appear to hold the rat in an increasingly tight grip, the development of these alternative place-based relationships make grasping the meaning of the rat, and its relation to humans, difficult. As Burt (2006) observed in his wonderful book Rat, there are so many meanings attached to the rat that "its significance . . . is out of all proportion to its size" (p. 7).
This brief sketch of how the recent spatial segregation of human-rat relations in Western societies resulted in a set of contradictory relations does not capture the essence of human-rat relations. On the contrary, it has been demonstrated how attempts to define the rat have failed to catch the animal's complex, varied, and dynamic relation to humans in a satisfying way. To paraphrase the American sociologist Gieryn (1983) , human-rat relations are "ambiguous, flexible, historically changing, contextually variable, internally inconsistent, and sometimes disputed" (p. 792). A new approach to examine these fraught relationships as situated practices may, thus, be helpful for better understanding the complexity and dynamic nature of human-rat relations.
Enacting Human-Rat Relations
In this section, I argue that in order to understand the coexistence of different, and at times even contradictory human-rat relations, we must look at humanrat relations as situated practices. This means that the characteristics of human-rat relations should not be examined as a result of inherent features of humans and rats who encounter each other, but rather as the product of the practical actions of humans and rats in particular settings. This is a well-known approach in Science and Technology Studies and Human-Animal Studies (e.g., Latour 1984; Haraway, 2008) . In this article, it will be used to shed light on the coexistence of contradictory human-rat relations. The work of Mol (2002), who uses the term "enactment" to understand situated practices, will be drawn on in particular.
An example of different enactments of human-rat relations can help to clarify what it means to look at human-rat relations as situated practices. In the early part of the last decade, "Oxford rat professor" Manuel Berdoy conducted an experiment in which he released 75 laboratory rats into a marked off, but open, area of a farm. The rats had been confined to laboratory spaces for over 200 generations and were bred for their easy behavior and uniformity. Berdoy, a zoologist, was curious as to what extent the rats would still be able to somehow get along "in the wild." Berdoy expected the rats to be no more than a dim shade of their wild ancestors, just as the dog is often considered a domesticated "extract" of the wolf. Instead, to his great surprise, Berdoy found that the laboratory rats immediately regained their wild instincts. The 75 docile rats that had spent their entire lives in the laboratory appeared to thrive outside in the wild: storing food, shunning poisoned bait, and preparing for reproduction (Berdoy & Steward, 2002; Schipper, 2004) . Whereas one might assume the laboratory rat to be entirely cultivated, a product of the human space of the laboratory, Berdoy's experiment "shows that while we can take the animal from the wild, we have not taken the wild out of the animal" (Peplow, 2004 ).
Berdoy's experiment elegantly reveals that rats are not monolithic entities, but rather they can have different, fluid identities. Just like human behavior, rat behavior is multiple, complex, and contextual. This becomes evident from observing groups of rats and witnessing that female rats behave differently than their male counterparts, young rats differently than old rats, and hungry rats differently than sated rats. How rats act varies according to the material context, their feeding, whether they live in groups or alone, and whether they live in small cages or large ones. None of these behaviors can a priori be considered to be more "true" or "natural" than others (Gomart & Hajer, 2003) .
Moreover, the different ways in which rats behave cannot automatically be reduced to their biological characteristics. Berdoy, however, asserts such an essentialist view when implying that "in reality" the rats were wild, arguing that the rats simply could not show their true nature within the unnatural confines of the laboratory (Peplow, 2004) . When taking an essentialist stance, the rats are portrayed as animals exclusively determined by their biology, also known as biological determinism. The fallacy of this perspective becomes clear when we reverse the argument. After all, one could just as well argue that in reality Berdoy's rats are domestic animals, but that they could not express this in the context of the farm. This is not to deny that the biological characteristics of rats do play roles in both enabling and constraining the possible relations that can come to exist, but that the wider material and social settings influence the ways in which humans and rats interact as well (Law & Mol, 2008; Jones, 2003) . In addition, the characteristics of humans-biological or otherwise-play a role in enabling and constraining the possible relations that can come to exist. The crucial point here is that in human-animal relations, the animals and humans never act alone or in isolation of both material and social factors.
The concept of enactment, first developed by Mol (2002) in a study of the disease atherosclerosis, elegantly captures this view in one term. Berdoy's rats were undeniably the same, and yet they displayed completely different characteristics when the context changed; they were enacted differently. Consequently, by focusing on practices in specific settings, there is no need to distinguish between biological and cultural factors beforehand. In a very real sense, the question whether particular rat behavior is determined by the artificial setting or by behavioral characteristics evolved in wild settings becomes irrelevant. It is the situated practices that matter. And just as different rats can be enacted in different settings, so can human-rat relations be enacted differently by different situated practices. What human-rat relations are depends on their specific enactment.
Consequently, human-rat relations need to be investigated by looking at the practical and situated relations between humans and rats. By focusing on the practical, everyday settings in which humans and rats act and through which their relations are enacted, space is opened up for recognizing unexpected and surprising human-rat constellations without confining oneself in advance to one "true" human-rat relation. Once we focus on practices, we can better understand how various human-rat relations are enacted and how they are thereby distinguished from other possible configurations.
Approaching human-rat relations as situated practices entails not only looking at how human-rat relations take place in practice, but also how they are described and formed. The situated practices include wider cultural developments impacting the way the relation develops, as well as the material setting in which the relation is set. In practice, this also implies that particular human-rat relations can be seen as precarious accomplishments. Other behaviors, different rats, alternative material settings, and other actions are continuously possible, lurking in the shadows. Given this instability, when attempting to understand the coexistence of multiple human-rat relations, we must consider how particular human-rat relations become durable. This is especially challenging for the human-rat relation that gained prominence relatively late in our shared history. It is most directly confronted with alternative and contradictory possibilities, thus contesting and destabilizing the particular relation that we turn to in the next section: the relation between humans and fancy rats as a situated practice.
The Fancy Rat
In many ways the relation between humans and fancy rats is a highly unlikely configuration of human-rat relations. For centuries, human relations with rats have been almost exclusively marked with musophobia: a fear of rats. Although rats always lived in close proximity to humans, this did not prevent species of Rattus from being regarded as "the best-hated animal in Europe" (Burt, 2006, p. 46) . The very animal whose association with rubbish and treachery proved strong enough to make the term "rat" metaphorical now became cherished as a clean and loyal friend. The relation between humans and fancy rats is predominantly situated in the private domain of humans, a space that is only exposed to "one's fellow man," as the unfortunate English saying goes.
Historically, the domestication of animals for pets is a remarkable phenomenon because it does not fulfil any of the traditional functions that animals have occupied in human societies. In his classic work on companion species, Serpell (1986) ironically notes that whereas billions of dollars are spent annually on millions of companion animals across Europe and the United States, the only tangible offering they provide in return is to defecate on pavements, spread infectious diseases, and cause traffic accidents. As Serpell (1986) continues, however, animals do give something intangible in return: company. It follows that the relation between humans and fancy rats is characterized by companionship. While laboratory rats are taken care of merely so that they can serve as data (after which they are coldly disposed of), the welfare of the fancy rat became a goal in itself.
Companion animal caregivers can buy chocolate drops, apple strudel desserts, and salmon burgers to give to their newly found companions as treats, and numerous accessories have been designed to propagate the intimacy between humans and fancy rats. "Rat lady" Debbie Ducommun, for instance, designed a special scarf to house companion rats so that caretakers can keep their companions on their shoulders during cold days (Rat Fan Club, 2007) . After their cold-weather outing, caregivers can then wash their rats' fur coats with special shampoo and dry their beloved companions with special towels. Such practices can be well-facilitated in the domestic sphere (in contrast to the sewer and the laboratory) and are not constrained by practices of knowledge production that, for instance, require isolating the animals physically or emotionally. Neatly separated from the sewers by the toilet and the sink, the fancy rat entered into the very heart of the domestic sphere as a companion.
The first known case of keeping rats as fancy animals in Western societies dates back to the mid-nineteenth century, around the same time that the first rats were being used as laboratory animals. Ironically, it was one of the most successful rat catchers of the time who introduced the rat into European living rooms. Jack Black, the rat catcher of her majesty Queen Victoria, started breeding the most exotically colored specimen that he caught, which he sold "to well-bred young ladies to keep in squirrel cages" (Mayhew, 1861, p. 20) . Although fancy rats lived through a short period of moderate popularity in the first two decades of the twentieth century, it was not until the 1970s that their popularity gained momentum (Beumer, 2009) . By that time, rats had already long been used in laboratories in large numbers.
Some of the earliest reports of humans keeping rats as companion animals in the second half of the twentieth century were of individuals who used the rat as a symbol of protest. For instance, members of the punk movement were among the first to keep rats as companion animals. By walking around with rats on their shoulders, they shocked the masses from whom they wanted to distinguish themselves. As is nicely described in Gunter Grass's Die Rättin (1986) , punkers embraced the rats because rats were associated with filth and danger, hence drawing upon the popular image of rats as sewer rats.
Another early example is the cult figure of Rat Fink. Rat Fink is a cartoon figure of a loathsome-looking rat with big ears, sharp teeth, and dirty nails. The original image of Rat Fink was created by cartoonist Ed "Big Daddy" Roth to express his aversion to Mickey Mouse (Reesman, 2001) . Not a mouse but a rat, not a solid fellow but a loathsome figure, Rat Fink was Mickey's counterpart in almost every way. Roth and other artists started to print these outsized monstrosities on T-shirts that led to a youth trend that had wearers of such garments expelled from school (Catsoulis, 2006) . Rat Fink was deployed as an honorary nickname for rebellious youth. By proudly wearing the rat and sometimes also adopting a real rat as a pet animal, one could distance oneself from the superficial popular culture that was embodied in Mickey Mouse. Although in practice, people who kept rats as companions-both aristocratic ladies and rebellious youth-engaged with rats in completely different ways than had been observed previously, the latter group did not actually try to alter the low status of rats in human societies. By deliberately embracing the foul associations of the rat, practices of punks and Rat Fink followers were aligned with the deviant image of the rat. The dirty and dangerous association of rats was an essential ingredient in this particular enactment of human and fancy rat relations.
Perhaps surprisingly, the rat appeared to be well suited to the confining demands of human companionship. Fancy rats often descend from strains of laboratory rats bred specifically for easy handling. Generally, fancy rats are tame, calm, and not likely to bite, and interestingly, fancy rats are particularly known for being relatively clean companion animals. Moreover, rats learn quickly and are notorious for their omnivore eating behavior. The rats' reputation as animals that are easy to house, feed, and treat meant that soon the image of the fancy rat on the shoulder of his or her human companion became a familiar one. Following the punkers and other deviant subcultures, more and more people started to keep rats as companion animals.
Eventually, in 1976, the first ever "rats only" organization was founded in the United Kingdom, the National Fancy Rat Society (NFRS). The NFRS strived toward "the promotion of domesticated rats as pets and exhibition animals" (National Fancy Rat Society, 2007) .2 The organization publishes a newsletter, sets rat-keeping standards, and organizes exhibitions. The NFRS soon garnered a following, and now there is a tremendous number of rat clubs, associations, and societies around the world (Beumer, 2009 ).
2 The first two decades of the twentieth century already witnessed the first institutionalization of keeping rats as companion animals. Mary Douglas-affectionately known as the "mother of fancy rat"-first brought her rats to an exhibition of the National Mouse Club in Aylesbury in 1901. In 1912 the fancy rat had grown sufficiently for the Mouse Club to change its name in the National Mouse and Rat Club (see Wallace & Aitman, 2004) . However, the fancy rat continued to thrive on the enthusiasm of a limited amount of people. Just a few years after Mary Douglas died, the National Mouse and Rat Club again dropped the word rat from its name after reorganization (see American Fancy Rat and Mouse Association, 2008). Over time, the relation between humans and fancy rats slowly managed to throw off the blanket of negative meanings, but only to a certain extent and not without resistance. Since rats were kept as companion animals, this particular human-rat relation has been confronted with coexisting relations, most notably the relation between humans and treacherous and dirty rats. Especially in the early days of keeping fancy rats, films and books featuring pet rats often portrayed the rats as animals that could never be completely trusted (Beumer, 2009) . A famous example of this is Gilbert's (1969) novel, The Ratman's Notebooks, which later formed the basis for the films Willard (Pratt, Briskin, Crosby, & Mann, 1971 ) and its sequel, Ben (Briskin & Karlson, 1972) .
In this cult horror classic, an urban misfit called Willard Stiles develops a strange affinity toward rats. Willard becomes friends with an intelligent white rat that he names Socrates. The closeness of the relationship between Willard and his companion animal is well articulated by Michael Jackson in his Golden Globe winning title song, "Ben" (Black, 1972) :
We both found what we were looking for With a friend to call my own I'll never be alone And you my friend will see You've got a friend in me.
Although Willard is comforted by Socrates and in turn provides the rat with a safe haven, the book and the movie present the relationship between caregiver and companion animal as a morbid inclination rather than an example worth following. Following Socrates, several other rats enter the living room, who Willard then trains to murder people. Eventually, after much blood has been shed, one of the rats turns against Willard.
This struggle over the appropriate way to relate to rats is also made visible in many other books and movies. The relations between humans and fancy rats are portrayed in different combinations of friendliness and danger. Another more recent illustration in popular culture of humans' struggles to engage in friendly relations with fancy rats is the Harry Potter series. In this book and film series, the relationship between fancy rats and humans is initially presented as a perfectly acceptable and valued human-rat relationship (or "wizard-rat relation"). However, the sole rat that plays an important role in the series eventually betrays his human companion.
The rat in question is Scabbers, the companion to Harry's best friend. In Harry Potter and the Prizoner of Azkaban (Rowling, 1999) , Scabbers is revealed to be an evil wizard who once betrayed the parents of Harry Potter. This evil wizard, called Peter Pettigrew, was an "Animagus," a wizard capable of turning himself into an animal. In the world of Harry Potter, the animals that Animagis morph into are said to be uniquely suited to the personalities of the wizards. Pettigrew's animal alter ego was a reflection of both his human bodily looks and his personality, thus enacting the rat both literally and metaphorically as a treacherous animal. Even though it was believed that the actor who played Harry's best friend was said to have taken his rat home after shooting the film (Berliner Morgenpost, 2004) , the appearance of fancy rats in Harry Potter is not likely to encourage people to take their own rats home.3
The relation between humans and fancy rats is not only confronted with alternative possible relations through mass cultural representations, but the struggle to associate or dissociate the rat with dirt and treachery also occurs in everyday encounters between humans of differing opinions (for instance by pointing to the allegedly deterrent tail of the fancy rat), and is institutionalized in special action groups and the regular practices of keeping fancy rats. As the relation between humans and fancy rats remains dominantly deviant, the humans in the relation have difficulty proving their relations worthwhile.
Time and time again companion animal caregivers position the image of the fancy rat as contrary to that of the dirty and treacherous rat, depicting their own fancy rats as clean and loyal animals. Literally hundreds of rat care books go to great lengths to stress how suitable rats are as a companion species, often pushing aside negative and dirty associations as "prejudices." The strong claim that the fancy rat really is a completely different creature than its nephew in the sewer is regularly followed by the claim that rats are remarkably clean animals, and thus are fit to live in the living room. Online fan communities exist that are active in defending the rat from its depiction as a villain in cultural representations. For instance, a fan named Bester (2004) says in an essay:
. . . that idea of the 'evil' rat really has no basis in reality. If you know about rats, then it seems ludicrous to say that Peter [Pettigrew] is clearly a bad person because his Animagi form, reflecting his personality, is a rat.
For some rat friendly societies, the implicit struggle against the prejudice is the core objective. Every year on April 4th, for instance, World Rat Day is celebrated "to honor and promote pet rats as the wonderful companion animals they are" (RatRaisins, Inc., 2008) . " [W] e believe rats should be respected as pets and treated as humanely as any other pet" (Ducommun, 2008) .
Harry Potter notwithstanding, companion rats have been increasingly portrayed in a positive light since the nineties (Beumer, 2009 ). More recently, in children's literature an increasing number of unambiguously good companion animals can be found. Stories such as Oscar the Fancy Rat (Krailing, 1999) and The Truth About Rats (and Dogs) (Pearce, 2006 ) present the fancy rat as an intelligent and comforting companion animal. In the popular comic series the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, the mentor and sensei of the turtles is a rat who grew up as a companion animal of a ninja master called Hamto Yoshi. While mimicking the movements of his master, Splinter learned to be a ninja himself. Although after his master was killed, Splinter was forced to retreat to the city's sewers, Splinter does not live like a sewer rat but turns the turtles into ninjas in order to avenge his master and fight evil.
A final cinematic example through which to explore the complexity of human-rat relations is the 2007 box office success, Ratatouille (2007). The example reiterates my argument, as the movie presents the viewer with alternative and coexisting enactments of the relation between humans and fancy rats. The movie portrays a lovable rat with a refined sense of taste conquering the culinary world in Paris. The protagonist rat, called Rémy, becomes good friends with a restaurant's garbage boy-hence, providing a link between the restaurant and trash.
The rat slowly manages to infiltrate the restaurant, secretly becoming its gourmet chef. Throughout the movie, challenges arise for Rémy and his human companion, originating from the tension between the litter-eating rats on the one hand and the human haute cuisine on the other. Every time Rémy travels between these two worlds, he is confronted with ingrained prejudices about both rats and culinary culture. Eventually, it is the strong bond of friendship that enables Rémy and the garbage boy to overcome these prejudices. Rémy manages to convince the most skeptical food critic of his abilities and, together with the garbage boy, convince both the rats and humans that conciliation between humans and rats is possible.
Eventually, Rémy is uncovered as the illegitimate chef and the restaurant is closed down. However, Rémy and the garbage boy continue cooking in a secret restaurant, visited by both rats and humans in the story. The close relationship between humans and rats is accepted in the movie, albeit not unanimously, thereby closely mirroring the actual human-rat relations enacted in reality. The importance of such representations for the subsistence of human-rat relations off-screen is underlined by the fact that the sales of rats as companion animals skyrocketed after the release of this movie (see Spiegel Online, 2007; Taylor, 2007) .
Conclusion
The starting point for this paper was that the multiple and at times contradictory ways in which humans and animals relate to each other call for examination. The short sketch of the relation between humans and fancy rats provided in this paper has shown the enactment of one particular relation developed in the context of contradicting alternatives. The case of human-rat relations makes visible these multiple and contradictory ways of relating by demonstrating that these are spatial relations; that is, human-rat relations differ depending upon context and geographical space. Although this situation is by no means unique to the rat, this particular case study highlights these processes particularly well, as the ways in which humans relate to sewer rats, laboratory rats, and fancy rats are highly ambiguous.
The relation between humans and rats as that of rat caretaker and companion animal has been the latest human-rat relation to emerge in Western society, and thus, had to distinguish itself explicitly from opposing notions of the rat. While initially humans were against rats because they were deemed foul and treacherous animals, later the rat was embraced as a clean and loyal companion. Although this human-rat relation continues to be challenged by contradictory yet coexisting human-rat relations, the practice of keeping fancy rats as companion animals is increasingly accepted.
As has been well recognized in the field of animal geography, the place of encounter bears a large imprint upon the human relation with other animals (Philo, 1995; Wolch & Emel, 1998; Emel, Wilbert, & Wolch, 2002) . It should be stressed that by approaching human-rat relations as situated practices, I have not only highlighted how different rats are enacted in different geographical places, but I have also shown that in studying human-animal relations, humans and animals should be treated symmetrically.
While much scholarship in human-animal studies has established that it is the rat's varied, complex, and contextual character that results in the multiple and ambiguous relations with humans (Birke, 2003; Ellman, 2004; Burt, 2006) , it has been added that humans also relate to rats in ways that are equally varied, complex, and contextual. Thus, different human roles are enacted when relating to sewer rats, laboratory rats, and fancy rats, not just different rat roles. Although the city dwellers, the scientists, and the companion animal caregivers clearly belong to the same species of human, and they can even be the Approaching human-rat relations as situated practices illuminates how various human-rat relations are enacted and how boundaries between various ways that humans and rats relate to each other are erected and contested in practice. This has two consequences that are of particular interest. First, by focusing on human-rat relations as situated practices, a wide variety of factors can be taken into account in an integrated manner. The short account of the relation between humans and fancy rats features not only human intentions (e.g., seeking company), but also animal characteristics (e.g., being easy to handle), practical actions (e.g., putting rats visibly on the shoulder), institutional structures (e.g., rat associations), material contexts (e.g., the creation of a scarf), and discussions through various media, such as movies, novels (e.g., the Ratman's Notebooks), and Internet forums (e.g., the discussion on the character of Peter Pettigrew). This analysis shows that considering human-animal relations as situated practices helps to take into account the most unexpected settings in which these practices are situated.
Second, this complex set of factors shows that the relative order and stability of human-animal relations is a precarious accomplishment, which should be studied rather than assumed. As such, it helps to understand both change and continuity in human-animal relations, even if multiple and contradictory relations coexist and confront each other.
